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Abstract 
The paper is on the phenomenon of child labour in Nigeria. It is 

acknowledged that although there exists governmental and non – 

governmental agencies to arrest the trend, the practices continues 

unabated. The paper invites Christian parents to adopt the Jewish pattern 

of child upbringing as a possible way to arrest the scourge. The findings 

of this paper are that child labour is common in Nigeria and that the 

menace is not being treated with the urgency and sense of commitment it 

requires by relevant agencies. The method adopted is phenomenological. 

The paper therefore recommends the Old Testament paradigm in the care 

and upbringing of a child as a possible way around the menace of child 

labour in Nigeria.  

 

Introduction 

The phenomenal increase in child labour across the world continues to 

elicits the attention of international agencies such as UNICEF, ILO, and 

faith based organizations. According to Nwazuoke and Igwe “it had been 

estimated that child labour accounted for 22% of the  workforce in Asia, 

32% in Africa 17% in Latin America and 1% in United States, Canada, 

Europe and other wealthy nations”1. From the analysis above, it is clear that 

incidence of child labour is higher in Africa than anywhere else in the 

world. This may not be unconnected with the level of poverty and conflicts 

situations in Africa. 
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In Nigeria, the incidence of child labour is also very high. In both print and 

electronic media on a dialy basis, we read and hear about child labour. 

Children who ought to be in school are seen hawking, begging, pushing 

wheel barrows in markets, touting at motor parks to mention but a few. 

These are children who are expected to be future leaders, of the country. 

Instead they are abandoned in the streets and exposed to societal vices such 

as rape, armed robbery, kidnapping, thuggery which bedevil society. 

 

Child labour has effects on the child, the family and the society as a whole. 

Little wonder then that the committee set up by the Federal Government of 

Nigeria to unravel the root causes of the Boko Haram saga indentified 

poverty, illiteracy, indoctrination and politics as contributing factors to the 

scourge2. Based on the aforesaid therefore, this paper seeks to provide a 

possible solution to the scourge of child labour in Nigeria through the Old 

Testament perspective. 

 

Who is a Child? 

According to A.S. Hornby, Oxford Advanced Learners Dictionary, a child is “a 

young human who is not yet an adult”3. Similarly, the United Nations 

Convention on the right of a child, defines a child as “every human being 

below the age of 18 years”4. According to the African Charter on the Right 

and Welfare of the Child, a child is “every human being below the age of 

18years”5. The Nigerian Child’s Rights Act corroborates the United Nations 

Convention and African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child  to 

state that a child is “a person under the age of eighteen years”6. From the 

definitions above, it is clear that any person not up to eighteen years is 

considered to be a child. This paper adopts the above definitions as its 

working definition. 

 

What is Child Labour? 

According to Dictionary.Com, child labour is “the employment of children 

in an industry or business especially when illegal or considered 
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exploitative”7. In this paper child labour shall be considered as 

involvement, of a child in an adult work for long hours with little or no pay 

with its attendant effect on the total wellbeing of the child. 

 

Forms of Child Labour 

In this section of this paper, we shall look at some of the common child 

labour activities in Nigeria. The forms of child labour to be discussed here 

is not exhaustive. In 2006, United Nations Children Emergency Fund 

(UNICEF) reported that about 15 millioon children in Nigeria under the age 

of 14 years are involved in child labour8. That number must have gone up 

by now because of the increasing poverty in the land. 

 

The following are forms of child labour in Nigeria: 

a. Child Begging 

Child begging is rampant in major cities of Nigeria. Children are out on a 

daily basis begging to survive. Child  labour are found in usually all the 

cities in Nigeria and at traffic hold ups. In April 2017, Sunday punch reported 

a case of child begging at the Constain Bus Stop in Lagos involving one Mrs. 

AdizaUmoru who when arrested by the police, confessed that the twins she 

was using as child beggars were hired from their mother. In her words: “I 

am from Niger State, I “rent” the babies from their mother and pay her per 

time whenever I use the twin girls to beg on the street”9. 

 

In northern Nigeria apart from the popular form of begging, there is the 

group type called the Almajiri pattern. Gbenga Salau10 provides an insight 

into this variant, he declares that there are so many Almajiri children in the 

up north who beg on daily basis for their survival particularly in Kano State. 

These children are released by their parents to a Mallam in a Quaranic 

school who teaches them the Kuran after which they are released to the 

streets to go and beg for money11. They are found in markets, shopping 

malls, motor parks and other public squares. 
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b. Child Hawking  

Majority of the hawkers in Nigerian streets and on the roads are children. 

They are made to hawk commodities and  raise money for the family 

upkeep12. Popular items that are hawked include soft drinks, snacks, 

clothes, toiletries to mention but a few. These children are made to hawk in 

degrading and dangerous situations. Apart from trekking long distances in 

the rain and under the sun, they run after moving vehicles and cross roads 

to advertise their wares to passengers. In the course of doing this hazardous 

business, not a few children have been  knocked down by hit and run 

vehicles. Nneka P. Oli enumerates the impact of street hawking to include 

“malnourishment, disease, muscular skeletal disorders from heavy loads, 

physical and sexual abuse, injuries and exposure to toxic agents”13. 

 

c. Child Trafficking 

Child trafficking has become a serious problem in Nigeria. Children are 

trafficked by criminals from one location to another in Nigeria for labour 

and sexual exploitation. According to Ugal and Undyaundeye “child 

prostitution is now common in cities such as Port Harcourt, Calabar, 

Owerri and some  parts of the country”14.On the 18th of Janaury, 2018 a 

federal high court sitting in Enugu State sentenced a woman, Onwe 

Nwakego to prison without the option of fine for child trafficking15.This 

courageous decision by the judge is highly commendable and must be 

encouraged and sustained to serve as deterrent to others who are involved 

in the trade. 

 

d. Children as Domestic Servants 

The tradition of using children as domestic servants in Nigeria has been an 

age long practice. Children from poor homes are more vulnerable. As a way 

to earn some money for the family or to free themselves of the burden of 

caring for these children, they give out these children to wealthy relatives 

or friends. These children are found in big cities like Lagos, Abuja Port 

Harcourt, Benin, Enugu and others. Child domestic servants are made to 
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do all the house chores like cooking, washing or clothes, cleaning the house, 

baby-sitting, running errands according to the dictates of the master or 

mistress, while the children of the house owners do nothing except to read, 

play, sleep and watch  movies. Some of these children become victims of 

violent attack and abuse. In Abuja a 14 year old girl named Faith, a house 

help was made to sit on a burning hot electric cooker by her boss, 

RoselineUzoamaka. Her offence was that she bed wets, Uzoamaka was 

arrested by the police while Faith was taken to the hospital for treatment16. 

There are so mamy unreported cases of this nature in Nigeria. In 

November, 2016 Business Day, also reported a case of one madam Gold in 

Lagos who poured boiling hot water on her domestic servant because a cell 

phone was stolen in her shop while the house help was on duty. Despite 

the injury, she sustained, the madam refused to take her to the hospital until 

after three days following the intervention of a governmental task force17. 

 

Factors Responsible for Child Labour in Nigeria 

There are so many reasons why child  labour is prevalent in Nigeria some 

of them shall be highlighted below: 

a. Poverty: Poverty is one of the major  reasons for child labour in Nigeria. 

There are so many families who cannot  provide for their children. As a 

result, these children are left to engage in hazardous labour to make 

ends meet. Sometimes children engage in adult labour to supplement 

family income. In 2018, BrooklingsInstitution commented on the 

poverty situation in Nigeria this way: 

 

At the end of May 2018, our trajectories suggest that Nigeria 

had about 87 million people, in extreme poverty, compared 

with Indians 73 million. What is more, extreme poverty in 

Nigeria is growing by six people every minute, while poverty 

in India continues to fall18. 

 

With the description above, child labour will continue to grow. 
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b. Broken Homes:Another reason for child labour in Nigeria is broken 

homes. When parents have irreconcilable differences, they get divorced 

and live separately. The consequences of this break up is that the 

children are often the worse affected particularly, if either of the partner 

remarries a wicked partner who does not care about the children from 

the previous marriage. In order to survive, such children take to the 

streets to escape the trauma at home and to fend for themselves. In an 

interview with Michael Azu, a twelve year old boy who sells plantain 

chips daily in Warri, told this writer that he hawked for his father’s wife 

because his father and mother are separated19. 

c. Polygamy:Polygamy also fuels child labour in Nigeria. Some men who 

do not have the means to adequately cater for one wife and a few 

children go into polygamous marriages for various reasons. 

Polygamous marriages increase family size and in most cases the man 

is not able to meet the needs of these children who are forced to fend for 

themselves. Robert Mathews an eleven years old boy who sells sachet 

water, told this writer that his father has four wives with fifteen children 

with the mother been the third20, Robert has no option but to take to the 

street in search of daily bread. 

d. Death of Parents: Death of either parents or both is a contributory factor 

for child labour. After the death of a parent particularly the father, who 

most times is the bread winner, children face difficult times. This is 

because the mother may not be economically empowered to take over 

the new responsibility of providing for the family. In such a situation, 

the children are stranded and may go into child  labour to survive. 

Mercy Okoh, a twelve year old girl who hawks groundnut at Enerhen 

junction in Warri told this researcher that things turned out for the worst 

for them after the death of their father21. 

 

Effects of Child Labour 

The following are some of the consequences of child labour: 



Icheke Journal of the Faculty of Humanities                                  Vol.18. No.1 March, 2020 www.ichekejournal.com 
 

Combating the Scourge of Child Labour in Nigeria...     49 

i. Child laour can result in accidents, injuries or death, especially children 

who hawk in the high ways and major  junctions in Nigeria. Sarah 

Ibikunle was on March 12th 2015 killed in Lagos by a stray bullet in Lekki 

phase I, during an armed robbery attack while hawking fish22. 

ii. Child labour also affects children’s performance in School. Some victims 

of child labour do not go to school at all, while others are either not 

regular or are perpetual late comers. M. C. Agbo was apt in his analysis 

of the effect of child labour on a child’s education; 

 

Educationally, hawking among school aged children leads to 

truancy, missing lessons, total absentees in the class, low 

academic achievement and high rate of school drop outs. This 

is because children who hawk before going to school are 

bound to miss lessons. Thus they are deprived of the 

opportunity to learn. Those who hawk after school do not 

have time and energy for thoer take home assignments and 

home studies as they always go home in the night and are too 

tired to do any academic work. Lack of education becomes a 

ditch in the road to their progress in life23. 

 

iii. Children who are involved in child labour are also exposed to sexual 

exploitation. Sexual predators take advantage of these children 

especially the female ones, children who are sexually abused may suffer 

low-self esteem, become pregnant, contact sexually transmitted diseases 

(STD), depression, psychological trauma to mention but a few. 

iv. Child labour also exposes children to crime. Children who suffer neglect 

at home may take to the streets to fend for themselves. When their 

desires are not met in the street chances are that these children take to 

crime to survive. They begin with pocket picking, stealing of small items 

and grow into armed robbery as observed by Nwazuoke and Igwe24. 
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Children in the Old Testament 

In the Old Testament, having many children was regarded as a big honor 

from God. Wedding guests often prayed for the newly wedded couple to 

be blessed with many children. Little wonder the family of Rebecca was full 

of blessings for her “o sister of ours, become the mother of thousands of 

ten” (Gen 24:60), when Boaz married Ruth, he also received blessings that 

Ruth will be fruitful like Rachael and Leah who filled the house of Jacob 

with children (Ruth 4:11-13). God promised both Abraham and Isaac that 

their children would be as many as the stars in the sky (Gen 15:5; 22:17; 

26:4). Psalm 127:3-5 surmised that that “happy is the man who has 

children”. Similarly Psalm 128:3 declares that “sons are olive plants around 

the table”. In Prov 17:6 children are “the crown of man”.  The above 

references indicate the premium the Old Testament places on children. This 

is corroborated by Esan culture Omonigho which means “child is worth 

more than money”. 

 

Barreness was highly abhorred because it was regarded as a curse, a trial, a 

punishment from the gods or God (Gen. 16:2, 30:2; I Sam 1; Gen. 20:18). Joel 

S. Baden in, “Nature of Barrenness in the Hebrew Bible’’ says that “the 

abnormality of barrenness in a given community was seen as a deviation 

from the communal norm”25. It is for this reason that barrenness was 

abhorred in the Old Testament. 

 

Among the children, the first son enjoyed certain privileges by virtue of his 

position in the family. He oversees his brothers (Gen 43:33). On the death 

of his father he becomes the head of the family and also receives a double 

portion of the paternal inheritance (Deut. 21:15-17)26. The first born also 

inherits the judicial authority of his father (II Chro. 21:3). In the case of 

twins, it is the first to see the light that was recognized as the eldest son 

(Gen. 25:24-26; 38:27-30).27 
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Children’s Training/Education in the Old Testament 

The home was regarded as the center of education in the Old Testament. 

The responsibility of training the child was both parents. However, the 

mother was seen as the nurturer and also a teacher of domestic activities28. 

According to Edersheism “children were given careful training of the 

memory before the age of three. By the time the child was three, formal 

home schooling was begun in the form of memorizing scripture, 

benedictions and wise sayings”29. 

 

The tribe and the family were the main educational institutions during the 

pre-exilic period30. All members of the tribe received virtually the same 

training. However, the eldest son was given special training in religious 

rites, the tribal ceremonies, institutions and laws as the heir apparent to the 

position of the father in the event of death31. Parents passed on to their 

children professional training and skills to prepare them for adult life. 

Practically speaking, trades were hereditary in nature while crafts were 

acquired by the children in the family workshop32. Mothers prepared their 

daughters for marriage as future mothers, wives and house-keepers. 

 

There was also education outside the family which was basically by private 

training. Priests and prophets were also involved in the education of the 

child outside the family. There were people who were involved in private 

training. Examples of these were Bazaleel and Aholiab (artists) who were 

endowed by the Lord with the ability to teach others (Exd. 31:1-6)33. 

 

The priests taught the children “law, rites ceremonies, myths, legends and 

history”34. All these were taught in oral form at the beginning and later in 

writen form. Some teaching were done by priests at an early date in the 

places of worship (I Sam. 2:21, 26; II kings 12:3)35. 

 

The prophets placed important role in public affairs and served as public 

teachers36. The prophets made use of symbolism and the dramatic method 
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in their teachings. In their public addresses and speeches, they became 

religious reformers, social crusaders, denouncers of evils and enforcers of 

public morality37. By so doing the prophets showed that they were public 

teachers. Prophets and wisdom teachers usually gathered pupils around 

themselves for the purpose of giving them continuous training (Prov. 8:32, 

Isaiah 8:16, 50:4).38 

 

Education of the child changed drastically after the exile in Babylon. During 

the post-exilic period institutions of learning were formed to compliment 

home education being provided by the family. One of the foremost 

institutions established during the post-exilic period for the education of 

the child was the synagogue39. Apart from serving as a religious centre, the 

Synagogue was also used for education of the children through scripture 

readings and sermons. The synagogue served as a means of indirect 

education for the children40. 

 

Following the synagogue was the Bel ha-Midrash(House of Study). This is 

like a high school where students gather under a teacher for the expositions 

of the law41. There is a reference to the Bet-ha-Midrash in the temple hall in 

Luke 2:46 and Matt 21:2342. 

 

There was also the elementary school called the Bet-ha-Safer. When Israel 

returnedfrom the exile, the experience of the exile changed family structure, 

this was because a lot of them, had involved in mixed marriages. This 

development convinced Israel’s leaders of the necessity of elementary 

school to catch the children in their young age43. In the elementary school, 

a group of twenty-five students were taught by a teacher. If the number was 

more than twenty – five students a second teacher had to be appointed. The 

age of these children ranged from six to thirteen years44. The basic 

curriculum of this school included “relgion, morals, manner, local history 

and law, as well as the three R’s”45. (arithmetic, reading and writing). 
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In addition to the above was the Bet-ha-Talmud (house of Talmud). The Bet-

ha-Talmud was an advanced school higher than both the bet-ha-safer and the 

Bet-ha-Midrash. The first of these schools was established in Jerusalem 

around 50BC46. In this school the Torah was interpreted at the advanced 

level. Teachers of this school who were usually scribes emphasized the 

virtues of “charity, chastity, truthfulness, prudence, diligence and 

temperance”47. 

 

From the analsyis above, there is no gain saying the fact that the child was 

valued in the Old Testament. The Old Testament people did everything 

within their powers to equip their children for adult life. This was the 

reason for the education in the family and schools which were later 

established during the post-exilic period. 

 

Recommendations 

In order to ameliorate if not eradicate the menace of child labour, the 

following recommendations are preferred. 

1. Parents (especially Christian parents) should return to the Old 

Testament pattern of child education and preparation for adulthood. 

2. All round education that is practical, qualitative and sustainable 

must be given to the child to prepare him for the future. 

3. Government at all levels in Nigeria should invest more in education. 

Education should be free and compulsory up to (OND) level in the 

polytechnic to discourage child labour. 

4. Disadvantaged children should be given scholarship by government 

and rich Nigerians to encourage them to go to school instead of 

spending money on frivolities. 

5. Government owed orphanages and welfare homes should be 

established in all parts of Nigeria to receive, rehabilitate and equip 

children to face the challenges of life. 

6. Faith based organizations should be encouraged to take in and 

educate these children as their contribution to nation building. 
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7. Law enforcement agencies should arrest and prosecute all who by 

their acts of omission or comission promote child labour in the 

society. 

8. There must be awareness campaigns through the electronic and 

print media on the dangers and unacceptability of child labour. 

 

Conclusion  

Child labour is a common phenomenon in Nigeria. It is a practice whereby 

children are made to do adult work with little or no payment. This paper 

looks at various forms of child labour such as child begging, hawking, child 

trafficking and the use of children as domestic servants. The paper also 

considers factors responsible for the scourge of child labour to include 

poverty, broken homes, polygamy and death of parents. The effects of child 

labour were also enumerated to include exposure to social predators, 

negative influences, poor performance in school, death and social vices. The 

paper investigates the value the Old Testament places on the child and his 

proper upbringing to prepare him for adult life. All who profess the 

Christian faith are challenged to embrace the Old Testament pattern of a 

child upbringing as a religious duty. Exposing a child to child labour 

negates the OT standards and amounts to a dereliction of an important 

religious and social duty. 
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